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ABSTRACT ^ 

Ageism (unfair stereotyping of older adults), deeply 
embedded in the culture of 20th-century America, is reinforced by 

' television and newspapers. The media Bepifct old people as rigid, 
meddlesome, sexless, conservative, unhealthy, and forgetful. Most 
f)ernicious of all old age stereotypes is that of secood childhood. 
Popular culture portrays children and old people together as though 
thay have personality characteristics in common. In advertisements,, 
old people are given the personalities, dress, physical problems, 
playthings, and activities of children'. Drug advertisements portray 
thefn as throwing tantrums, greeting cards depi.ct thep dressed in 
children's clothes, and one laxative advertisement ^Jraises an older 
woman's- re^gularity by implying that she is a "good girl." - i 

Unfortunately, such identification with children lowers the social 

\status of old people and robs the. "gray power" movement of adults who 
might otherwise work for political change ^and social betterment.. 
Clearly, efforts need to be made to change the media's demeaning 

'portrayal .of old age. (Author/KC) 
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There i^anexiremeand unremitting 
bias against older adults m America, a 
bia^ prevalent that it has been given 
thenamc"ageism*'(But!er. 1^)68). Psy- 
chologically, ageism can be regarded, 
as an attitude — a negative evaluation 
that serves to orient individuals toward 
old people a$_ a group. In particular, it 
t/equently predisposes individuals to 
discriminate, that is. to avoid contact, 
victimize, or otherwise dofejury to old 
people based on their age status alone. 
•\gcismisalsoatendency to stereotype 
old people — which is, of course, 
another form of injury We picture 
them as rigid, meddlesome, sexless, 
conservative, ur^heaithy, inactive, 
lonely, lorgetful and not very bright 
1 1 evi'n and Levin. 1980) 

Mariy stereotypes portray old ai:eas 
a time of second childhood. Thisdim 
view of ihe elderly sCKigests that they 
arc losing, or have lost, the very things 
< a growing child gams. It implies a 
backward movement to earlief devel- 
opmental stages, with no recognition 
6( the hfetime of experience that 
unquestionably separates the elderly 
Irom children (Grcsham, 1973). 

The I mage of old people aschild-like 
has been with us for a long time. 
Tuckman and Lorge (1953) asked 
graduate students m psvchojogy to 
indicate iheir agreement or disagree- 
ment with a number ot statements 
about old people. Despite the fact that 
iheir subjects were well acquainted, 
wiih psvchologv and enrolled m a 
course involving the aging pr0(!ess. 
ihere wasa high level of agreement that ' 
old n;K)ple like to collect manv uselcs.s^ 
things, are unproductive, are poor^v 
wocrr^mated. ^annot taste differences 
.n lood.s.haveiigoto bed early . need a . 



nap every day. ai^e m the "happiest" 
period of their lives, cannot manage 
their own aj]fairs, and are m their 
second childhood. , 

More recent research indicates that 
stereotyping continues to be an inte- 
gral part of public images of the aged, 
and that a major thrust of this stereo- 
typing still perf)ctuates the second 
childhood image McTavish (1971) 
found considerable acceptance of an 
image of old people that is distinctly 
reminiscent of the toddler image 
known as "the terrible two's." Many of 
his subjects felt that old people are 
likely to be annoying. Complaining, 
and inconsiderate. In 1975. the 
National Council on the Aging 
reported the results of a Harris Survey 
of 4. 254 adult Americans. Old people 
were generally thought of as useless 
and inactive by participants m the sur- 
. vey. Subjects agreed that the elderly 
spend most of their time watching tele- 
vision or "doing nothing" rn the true 
spint of directionless adolescence. 

Youth and agc.i 

the historical/turnaround: 

Our society has not alvviiys mis- 
treatedbrstereotyped'{tsold people in 
Colonial America it was vouth vsho 
encountered ageism. According to 
Fischer ( 1 97<b. aged .\mencans living 
200 years ago commanded inordinate 
respect, power^and privilege^ l>'nder 
Puritanism, old age was regarded as a 
sign of election and a special gift from 
God. In their dri^s and hair styles, 
early Americans frequently tried to. 
make themselves out to be older than 
they really were. Men would hide their 
natural hair beneath a ».vig, br they ■ 
^vould powder their own hair to give it 



a white Lolor associated with advanc- 
ing age. Until the nineteenth century, 
the census-taker frequentiv found that 
citizens Veprt:sented themselve's as 
older than they actually were, Today'$ 
census-taker finds misrepresentations" 
of age too. but m the opposite 
direction. 

During the nineteenth century the 
privileged status of old age began to 
deteriorate as America modernized. 
First, as levels of hteracy and educatibn 
increased, there was less relianceon the 
cjl^ec^eneration as a source of knowl- 
edge. 5ipce the young became better 
educated, they began to hold a compet- 
jtivt: edge with respect to jobs, status 
and power. This led, second, to a 
retirement that reduced the standard 
ot living and social status of the aged. 
Third, the nuclear tamily became more 
prevalent, so that older members of 
society were expected to live apart in 
independent hoii.seholds or to seek 
care And finally, in the shift from' 
agriculture to indu.stry. older members 
of society lost control over land and 
were forced instead to compete with 
younger persons for nonagncultural 
positions. * -5, 

By the twentieth century, ageism 
had becomeaLultural phenomenon 
part ot the norrrtative order ot our 
society As such it aas passed from 
generation to generation throtigh the 
process. ^f sdciali/ation much like 
other culti^ral phenomena - love of 
country anjd church, motherhood, the 
success ethic and so forth. The result is 
that there is now widespread accep- 
tance of ageism crosscutting differen- - 
ces in age, region, social ula^s tyjd 
occupation. Studies have recorded 
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agreement uith age ^tet^eoiypej) not 
onl\ ''amongl groups physicians, 
nurses, ministers and middle-age 
children ot aged parents, but also 
among instiUiitionalized older persons 
t|?emsel\es and evenTierontologists! 

Ageism on TV and in the press: 

Since ageism is so prevalent m society 
at large, it is hardly surprising to find 
ageism in a. popular culture which 
expresses and. in turn, transmits age 
prejudij^c. Television, in particular, has 
consistently assigned negatively ste- 
reotyped roles to the aged when it has 
noi^nored the aged altogether. As 

. revealed in his study of characters 
appearing m prime-time network tele- ' 
vision drama. Aronoff ( 1974) reports 
that the aged comprised less than five 
percent of all characters, about half of 
the proportion that they ' actually 
bccupied in the population of the Uni- 
ted States at the time of his study 

' Whenthey did dppearas dramatic. the 
aged tended to be depicted as evil, 
'unsuccessful and unhappy. Television 
commercials have similarly ignored or 
stereotyped the aged . One study found 
that only 2 out of 100 television com- 
mercials contained older characters 
(Francher. 1973) The focus of atten- 
tion wai on the "Pepsi Generation** 
youngandaitractivecharacierswho 
were featured in order to promise 
\outhful appearance or behavior 

NoUspapersarchttlc better than tel- 
e\ ision in their treat mem of t^e elderly. 
Accordingto MacDohald's 1973analy- 
Ms ot 265 articles on the subject of 
aging, alia ppearing ma large mid west- 
ern newspaper, old people whoarc still 
active m ihcir communities are 
ignored. The newspaper focus is large- 
l\ on the problems of old age or the 
merc"human !nte»;st"Mde. which fea- 
tures retirees graduating from college 
at ^e\ent> -five or reminiscing about 
the "good old days." # * 

Age stereot>pes characterize the 
portravaiofjold people in prescription 
drug advVtisemcnis as vvcll. Smith 
(19^61 lourW aged models m drug ads 
IrequentK d^ribed solely on the basis 
of old age a^isruptive. apathetic, 
temperamental un'd out of control. 

Even birthday cards pcfpciuatc age 
stereotypes. A study by Demos and 
Jache U9HI) lound contemporary 
birthday cards often depictmg old age 
as a time ol physical, sexual and intcl- 
iectual decline. 



"Second Childhood'' ^ Six 
ways of derogating the elde^rlj:- 

Most pernicious, perhaps, ofalUge 
sterqfotypes is that of '*second child- 
hood." It IS certainly the most widely 
represented in popular cuhurc! There 
are at least si.x ways in which second 
childhood IS portrayed: 

• Ghildrcnand old people paired with 
eacft other. 

• Ofd people are given the personali- 
ties of children. 

• Old people are given Ihe dres§ of 
children. . 

• pid peoj)le are shown ^hiive child- 
hood's physical problem^;. 

• Old people 'are givea'ihe activities 
and playthings of child^n. 

• The role of old people is reversed so 
that they themselves become tht child- 
ren of middle-age .parents: that is, 
ifuliiren of their any? Juidren. 

The ubiquitousncss of the "second' 
^ childhood" stereotype — its almost 
inescapable presence throughout the 
media —'becomes apparent when we 
examine each ofthe six common forms 
of portrayal, in turn. 

Children and old people are paired 
with each other. A T\ commercial lor 
"Country-Time Lemonade" shows an 
elderlv man with children gathered 
round him as heclaims that this tastes 
as good to him a$ lemonade did when 
'he was young. AiDuPont commercial 
showsanold mapandyoungboy fioat- 
ingalongmasmjiU boat enjovtng their 
idle time. A magazine ad for Yashioa 
cameras has an old man snapping pic- 
tures of a small girl holding a stuffed 
dog. while an ad for the prescription 



drug "Isuprel" fcnturcs*an old 'man 
blowing b^bftlej a&a young girl ^its on 
his lap and watches him mtcntly 

One seemingly favorable intcr- 
pretationol'ihcsc juxtapositions of age 
and youth is tnai* children and the 
elderly share a spccjal bond and that 
such pairing need not suggest that old 
people arc child|ikc. Yet the equally 
plausibl<^ interpretation — and the 
tone of the ads heavily leans this way 
—is that they both have a lot of per- 
sonality characteristics tn common! 

Some pairings ofchildrenand elders 
arc riot sp'subtlc. They clearly suggest 
ihesecbnd childhood imageofoldage. 
Notethc 197.9 movie yw5/ Youan(L\ie, 



Kid c,o-starring teenager Brooke* 
Sliiclds and elder George Burns 
Newspaper ads showed the two stars 
play ingstick-upand described the film 
as "the story of two juvenile delin- 
quents." In an article called "The>Fun 
Life for Young and Old," {trc-B/)sHni ^ 
Globe provided "a guide to August 
activities for senior citizens and child- 
ren*' Pictures were shown of a puppet 
show and a magic act! Even the "Kid- 
dies' Menu" of a popular Massachu- 
settsicecreamparlorportraysan older 
man walking hand-in-hand with a 
young boy. Asdeafty stated onthcface 
of the menu. **for all kidsunder lOand 
Over 65.*" the bill of fare consists of a' 
**hoi doggie" **kiddie burner," and 
"peanut butter and -jelly samwhich." 

Old pe9ple arc*gn'cn the pcrsonalUy 
and moods ofchildrcn. Iiiscommonin 
prescription drug ads to describe the 
symptoms ofsenility in terms normally 
associated with the personality and 
behavior ot children. A "Mcllarir ad 
"for the agitated geriatric" shows an 
elderly man angrily waving his fist. 
TA NTR U MS" is printed large across 
the page. Otherdrugadsforscndity use 
terms such as "nuisance," "torment," 
"disruptive," "obstreperous," and 
"disorderly -^J^^havior," to describe 
elderly behavior. The recent children's ' 
book. How Dbes It Feel to Be 0/c/?also 
impjics a delinquent side of the aged ' 
personality. At one point, the eld^Tlv 
woman who is explaining to iH young 
girl what Ills like to be old compares 
herself to a "demon" who is "cranky." 
Television shows and mov les charac- 
tcri/cthc pcrsonalitv ofolderpeopleas 
child hkc whcthcnt is "Mother Jcffer- 
>on's" cantankcrousness. the silliness 
of Johnny Carson's'Aunt Blabby,"or 
the impulsiveness and recklessness of 
Ruth Gordon m Harold and Maude. 

Old people arc given the dress and 
appearance of children. On the cover 
of one birthday card is ii blackboard 
^vvith "You'rci only voung once!'* 
chalked on it along with vanous^oo- 
dlcs. Inside, an overweight, unsHaven 
elderly ma nsmokinga cigar is wearing 
a summer camp tec shirt, shorts, 
sneakers and cap and is playing with a 
yo-yo and baseball hat. Above his 
grinning face the card says "Happy 
Birthday, Playboy." Clearly, the card 
suggests that you can be young twice 
—so young that "playboy" literally 
refers to the old man playing m his 
summcrcamp outfit. Equallychildhkc 



is ad ih Esi^iuire showiftg an elderh 
v^oman ilres>ed In a loot ball helmet 
and varsitv b\^eatcr pla>mgan ilbc- 
tronic football game. 
'Old peoplcarcgiVcn the physical prob- 
lems of children. Ope ad lor catheters, 
v^hich appears m a ^eriairu nursing 
journal. showsthclorcarms and hands 
ot a hah\ jjs its model instead ol an 
eider. The caption below notes that a( 
"Delmcdi wc don't want to hurt 
an > one's teelmgs/' (SicI) A prescrip- 
tion drug ad for the itogl-^oftener 
"Doxidan^lcaturcsasmilingbifocaicd 
older woman. The text reads. Mmnie 
mo\ed per how eh today. The da\ 
started rtf^hi for Xfmnte. Dial loung 
dot for feller gave her Doxidan to take 
last night: And ii w or kedl... Minnie 
figures she s goi the srriariesfdoi lor ih * 
lown. " It IS not too farfetched to 
imagme that Minnic*s smile not only 
expresses hcf phvsical relief but also 
her pride at bcmg told she moved her 
bowels. Then again, on the cover of 
one birthday card is a large bottle of 
"Milk of Magnesia** wrapped irv ^ 
bright red bow. Above the bottle the 
Lard says ** Aging.'* On opening the 
card, the message reads, "^...agc is 
nature's way oftcllingusto wear looser 
underwtar May vour birthday bcany- 
thiug but regular.'* One Image ^ug- 
nested b> this card is that of an cider in 
diapers! 



Old peopleare given the activities and 
playthings of children; Parties tor aid 
people are characteriz*ed as children's 
parties. In a suburban small town 
newspaper a recent article reported 
that the patient^s a local nursing 
home**He!d {h^ir\er\ ou/ifChnstmas 
part> '* The article w^nt onto indicate* 
that patients •*planned the part>. made 
the m\itations. decorated the c^ookies 
made b> the chef, and took part in the 
entertainment, which mcluded group 
smgmg of Christmas QroIs.'*The arti- 
cle tharfked a local'drugstpre^for sup- 
ply ing "Santa's gifts." The mtentions 
were adrmrable. but the meg^sage rang 
loud and clear. Old people are like big 
children^ Posters in a popularcham of 
fast-food restaurants urge cusiomc/s 
to '*Ha\e a Senior Birthday Party at 
McDonalds.** For the "^birthday kid** 
who IS '*youhg at heart.'* McDonald*s 
offers to^ provide the cake. hats» and 
partv favors. Also consider Bell Tele- 
phone*s ad for its custom phones which 
can be given as gifts to **celebrate any 
occasion." One such occasion fs **Ger- 
trudc's*' 'retirement party, complete 
with colorful ribbonsand-bi^llQcms. In 
honor of her retirement. Gertrude is 
shown rcceiv ing her own Snoopy 
phocicfrom fier co-workers. A similar 
Bell Telephone ad. shows an elder 
receding a Mickey Mouse phone at a 
party. » * ^ , 



Eten the "^play " of elders isdcgicted 
t'o imply that they are children. A 
department store 5d in Tl, Guide 
shows an oijjcrly man riding a child's 
three wheeler The caption rea^ds. 
'*Wishthcy had HotCycleswhen I was 
^ a lcid...Yep. kids sure ar^ lucky today. 
Hey . may be w hen no one's around,. "* 
"Haldol." a prcscciption drug used to 
treat symptoms associated with, 
orgamc brain syndrome, clafms in an 
lad that it "rsually^leaves the disturbed 
«dcrly patient m the nursing home 
more alert, more rt5sponsi\e." The 
photograph of an elderly wcxman 
shows hersmilinglimpK arid holdi-nga 
large red and white checked cloth 
flower. .Above her is the caption. 
made a flower today .'* A similar arts- 
and-crafts portrayal of the^agcd 
appears in RoniacoPad. a drug used 
to improv(T circqlation Three elders 
who dr^^'dcficient in peripheral circu- ^ 
lation** but "proficient in the *home*'* 
arc shown hard ^t work making clay * 
pots 

The role of old people is reversed. Pop- 
ular culture frequently portrays old 
people as the children of uiiddlc-age 
parents. The Bus ion Globe recently 
ran an article on **Fo'Stcr Cafe for the 
Elderly" w hich included a photograph 
of a"foster elder'* standing m his room. 
What partrcularly stresses the role rev- 
ersal IS the caption under the photo- 
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graph. It notes that "Joe Dionnc!i\cs 
vMth a famil) jn (fharlb^n. He^ helps 
u ith timr chores and loms their trips. " 
On One television progranr, a conrie- 
dian told the lollowing.stor> "A snriall 
bo> wabsittingaiacurbcrying. An old 
manpassed by and kindly asked/Why 
arc you crying, Sonn> T'Bccausc I can't 
do what the big boys do.' So the old 
man sat down and cried too.** On TV's 
popular scries, 77^4* Rock/or cJ Files. 
star J^mes Garner frequently gets his 
aging father, "Rocky," out of trouble. 

We can also observe role reversal in 
prescription drug ads. In an ad^for 
"Hydergirte," an older woman *is 
shown suffering **jrayarea''symptoms 
such as confusion, lack of self-care» 
dizziness^ moodiness and unsociabil- 
\\\ Large pnnr superimposed over her 
tace reads. "I got lost — lost m my own 
neighborhood. ..Yesterday I was going 
to the grocery store ..and suddet^ly 
didn't know the way. I was all mixed 
up . I thought It was the old neighbor- 



accept the^ second-childhood stereo- 
t\ pe and play the mfantilizcd role with 
enthusiasm. But is that because they 
fail to see any alternative? bur society 
•has traditionally offeree^. certain 
revvards to those elderly citKcns wHo 
are vvillmgto"stav inthcir^fece.'*Rj#j' 
mgon a special bus for senior citizerR 
or dancing with other seniors to the 
tune of .Yankee Doodle, m^y isolate 
elderly people. But it may be preferable 
to watching re-riins of **Marcus 
Wclby.'* 

Acting like children has three nega- 
tiveconsequences forold people. First, 
suchbehaviorlowerstheir social status 
because their individual responsibility 
has been diminished, while their 
dependency has increased. Secondly, 
the^erccption of infantile behavior m 
the elderly may allow certain things to 
- be done to them that would otherwise 
not be considered, the prescription of 
psychoactive medications, institu- 
tionalization, and declaration of legal 



up . t 11 , ^ 

hood. It trightened me —and it^^jie* — incompetency. Thirdly, mfantilization 



the first time. My children say it^s my 
second childhood. It's not fair. I took 
care ot them as kids... Please, doctor 
..What'.shappeningtome?"Similarly, . 
an ad foi' "Pneumovax," an anti- 
pncumonia vaccine, shows an elderly 
man at his birthday party Noticeably 
taller are a middle-age man^ and , 
woman whoarc throwing the party for 
thefraged fatherjust as they would for 
theft- children who arc aKo m the pic- 
ture Like the baby held by tne elderly 
man, the caption'reads "Grandpa's a 
vear older** 

Casting old people as children has 
detrimental ctfects on old and young 
alike. The**sccond childhood*' stereo- 
type tends to make young people feel 
distant Irom their elders'. Having just 
graouatco trom childhood, what ado- 
lescent wants to endure it again by ' 
associating with the old? The stcrco- 
t\ pc may well also encourage geronto- 
. phobia, the neurotic fear of old age. 
How many adults want to be thought 
ol one day as a si.x-year-old who has 
nothing to do but play with yo-yos, or 
as a cranky two-year-old who isn't 
toilet trained? ^ 

•*Old ahd childish" — 
the self-fulfilling prophecy: 

For old people, the second-cbildhood 
stereoty pe creates a self-fulfilling pro- 
phecy Alter being >ociahzed from an 
early age, manyelderly people'cometo 



robs the "gray power" movement of 
adults who might otherwise work for 
political change and social betterment. 

t 

But not all old people buy the 
second-childhood stereotype. A large 
number of elderly Americans are tho- 
roughly offended by infantilization 
and seek to avoid the consequences of 
the stcreotype.For manv\ this means 
making elforts to "pass '* for middlc- 
agcbydymghair, I'yingabouttheirage,^ 
and using youth-oricntcd cosmetics. A 
positive torm of avoidance is retMi- 
gagement, whereby old people seek to 
become cither reemployed or rcmar- 
ricdaftcrthelossofajoborspousc On 
the damaging sitie, an unknown 
number of cases of apparent senility 
(organic brain dysfunction) may actu- 
ally represent a refusal to accept the 
second-childhood syndrome. Rather 
than comply* some elders may retreat 
into a more comfortable, more secure* 
psychological state which ironically 
has the appearance of infantile behav- 
ior. So, for exam pie, we might see lack 
ofsexual interest, giddiness, forgetful- 
ness, inability to maintaina stable rela- 
tionship, and lack of eontrorover bod- 
ily functions. 

In contrast to mere avoidance, a 
growing number of elderly/people have 
become aggressive in their response to 
attempts to infantili/e them. This 
aggressive reachon seeks not to deny 
the second-childhood stereotype^but 



to eliminate it. When the riders of 
Retirement Living maga/inc were 
asked to choose from a list of tvyelve 
words those that mo§t accurately des- 
cribe \hc way Americans over 60 are 
portrayed oh television, theirtop three 
^ choices were 'ridiculous,* *decrepit,* 
and' ^childish' (Hemming and Ellis, 
1976). The Gray Panther*s Media. 
Nyatch Task Force is an iniportant . 
example of an organized cVfort to 
improve media ima*ges of the elderlyin 
general ^and to eliminate the sc^on\i- 
childhood stereotype in particular. 

Clearly, efforts ought to be piade to 
change the media's demeaning han- 
dling of old age Yrttt must be remem- 
bered that the **problem" does not lie 
just withthe media Take.forexample, 
the Kellogg's Rice Krispies ad which 
shows an elderly man and woman 
posedinaromanticembrace Thecap- 
tion reads: **lt*s a perfect night for 
sparkin* on the^fropt swing. For lOve 
^at's still young." Aside from the 
ageist reference to young love, rhe Rice 
Krispies ad seems to go thoughtfully 
out of its way to avoid depicting older 
peoplejis stereotypes Indeed, they Are 
portrayed in anactivity — lovemaking 
— which although commonly asso- 
ciated withyoungadults IS nonetheless 
not to be denied their ciders as well. 

Yet frustratingly , the problem is not 
thereby solved. The media in this case, 
via the Rice Krispiesad, has treated the 
aged* With dignity. But readersVes- 
ponses to the ad — **Aren*t they cute! 
Aren t they sweet!" - are exact l^/those^ 
with which those same-readers would 
greet the inappropriate behavior oi 
children attempting to act like adults. 
Ageism IS so deeply ingrained in our 
culture that anaudience may interpret 
even the noblest ad to conform to its 
ageist predispositions There are times 
in our studies of this ajcist pheno- 
menon when It seems like a no-win 
situation But the fullness of life is at 
stake not alone for the elderly novv,but 
also fortho.se who will be elderly before 
thev know It, C3 
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